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MONTANA SCORES HIGH IN ‘SOCIAL CAPITAL’:
National Survey Released Today Measures Peoples ’ Connection to Their Community 
MISSOULA -
Montanans trust one another, are politically active and aware, and participate in the 
well- being of their communities through association involvement and civic leadership. In 
these and other aspects of connectedness to community, Montana ranks among the highest in 
the United States, according to the results of the Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey 
-  the largest survey ever conducted of Americans’ civic engagement.
Because they are builders of social capital, community foundations from across the 
country were invited to participate in the project with the Saguaro Seminar of the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. Community foundations are committed 
to working with all groups to find solutions to local issues and, therefore, were a natural 
partner in the survey because leaders believe that levels of social capital are of critical 
importance to the overall health of communities.
Montana’s only statewide community foundation — the Montana Community 




Each community foundation also chose an academic partner; MCF chose University of 
Montana President George Dennison, along with UM sociology Professor William McBroom 
and political science Professor Paul Haber. The academic partners will continue to analyze the 
data for Montana.
Robert Putnam, a Harvard University government and politics professor, developed the 
Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey. His book, “Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community,” has made the concept of social capital a topic of national 
media coverage. The survey was the first to focus exclusively on that concept, particularly at 
the local community level. The survey asked 70 questions measuring numerous dimensions of 
social capital, including levels of informal socializing with friends and neighbors, membership 
in groups, political involvement, levels of trust in community leaders, and volunteering and 
contributing to local charities. More than 30,000 Americans were surveyed last fall.
The Montana survey involved 502 individuals from across the state, aged 18 and older, 
who were contacted through random-digit telephone dialing by a national survey organization. 
The sample was roughly evenly divided by sex (50.9 percent female), with nearly equal thirds 
by the age groups of 18 to 34, 35-49, and 50 and older. Almost two-thirds of the people 
sampled were married, with just under 20 percent never having married. Another 10 percent 
were divorced and the rest widowed or separated. In terms of income, approximately 40 
percent earned less than $30,000 per year, while the rest earned more. The sample generally 
reflected the educational experience of state residents, with 43 percent having a high school 
education or less, 30 percent having some college experience, and 27 percent having at least 
one college degree. The responses of the Montana participants about the various dimensions of 
social capital were measured against a “community quotient,” a level of expected social capital
-more-
based on Montana’s demographics.
Overall, the results for Montana were extremely encouraging, said Montana 
Community Foundation Executive Director Sidney Armstrong. “From a variety of economic 
measures, Montanans are used to hearing that the state lags behind the rest of the nation,” 
Armstrong said. “But it will come as no surprise to Montanans that in terms of trusting one 
another, cooperating for the common good, and actively addressing both civic opportunities 
and difficulties, we are an example for the rest of the country.”
Montana scored particularly high in categories of social trust, inter-racial trust, 
participation in conventional politics, civic leadership, association involvement and informal 
socializing. Most of these dimensions are related positively to education. As examples, the 
higher the level of education, the greater the participation in electoral politics, the higher the 
rate of contributions to charity, and the higher the level of involvement in community 
organizations. Even with aspects in which it scored lower -  including protest politics, diversity 
of friendships, and giving and volunteering — Montana still significantly exceeded the 
community quotient.
“The challenge now is to use the survey data both to broaden awareness of social 
capital in Montana and to stimulate specific actions to build social capital,” Armstrong said.
“In conjunction with our academic partner in the project, UM’s President Dennison, who also 
serves as chair of the Governor’s Commission on Community Service, we will develop an 
agenda to expand social capital.”
Armstrong noted that the foundation already works closely with the Governor’s 
Commission on Community Service and that data from the survey will enable both entities to 
sharpen the focus and intensify collaborative efforts. Additionally, the foundation and the
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governor’s commission will invite Putnam to Montana to present his views on social capital, as 
well as his interpretation of Montana data from the benchmark survey. An invitation to meet 
with Putnam to discuss the survey and the implications of social capital will be extended to 
Gov. Judy Martz, members of the Montana Legislature and other statewide leaders.
Using the successful model it developed for “Community Conversations on Endowed 
Philanthropy” the foundation and its academic partners, in conjunction with the governor’s 
commission, the Montana Committee for the Humanities, the Montana Campus Compact and 
others, will hold Conversations on Social Capital forums in communities across the state.
UM’s Haber will assist with these forums, which will provide opportunities for participants to 
discuss and review social capital and benchmark survey data, as well as develop action plans in 
their respective communities.
The National Social Capital Benchmark Survey only scratches the surface of social 
capital data. The academic partners will continue to mine the state and national data for 
information about social capital. Another national survey tentatively is planned for five years 
from now to measure whether noticeable improvement in civic participation has occurred 
nationwide.
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